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Chapter 1

Introduction

The year 2020 marked the time when an unprecedented series of events led to millions of people being forced to stay within the confines of their homes because of the spread of COVID-19, the disease caused by a novel coronavirus that would take a devastating toll. While healthcare workers and those considered essential to the functioning of the country served on the frontlines in the metaphorical battle with the virus, the population on the sidelines of that battle sought to contribute to the effort in their own ways. Ironically, even doing nothing became a way to do something. In the United States, it became somewhat of a joke that to do one’s patriotic duty meant staying at home and binge-watching television, which, thanks to new technologies such as internet streaming services, demonstrated the ever-expanding abundance of mass-mediated content there for watching and re-watching. This content, in the form of television, film, podcasts, internet videos, talk shows, infotainment of all manner, and the reportage of events produced through the filter of news organizations that comprise an ever-shrinking number of transnational media corporations, serves as a reflection of the culture in which it is produced. Mass media, whatever their incarnations, offer a virtual, composite map of the cultural territories they represent.

In this book, we explore how mass media in the early decades of the twenty-first century serve as conduits for cultural ideologies—the ways in which people think about everyday life. Three key concepts guide our exploration: hegemony, media literacy, and semiotics. Hegemony is one of the significant contributions of Antonio Gramsci, a political philosopher who wrote about culture, ideology, and politics in the early decades of the twentieth century, to our understanding of the intertwining of culture and mass media. Hegemony refers to the unquestioned dominance of a social group, or configuration of social groups within a society, resulting from its ability to maintain power indirectly through the implicit approval of non-dominant groups. Media literacy refers to the ability of media consumers to understand and identify the modes of media production and consider the purposes and meanings of media content. Semiotics refers to the study of the use of symbols—which include words, images, and their combinations—and the interpretation of those symbols. Throughout the chapters of this book, all three of these concepts guide our explanation of why Gramsci’s thoughts on culture, media, and literacy continue to remain relevant to the study of mass media.

We approach our project through the lens of the writings of Gramsci, which continue to provide a means by which to analyze and explain how today’s mass media help to keep cultural ideologies in place while simultaneously absorbing intrusions into those ideologies that challenge or threaten them. We examine how the discursive aspect of mass media content presents to audiences a portrayal of culture, that is, a “collective programming of the mind” (Hofstede, 1980, p. 13). In doing so, we invoke the tenets of media literacy as a means to uncover the ways in which media content can be read so as to peel back the veneer of entertaining narrative to reveal the ways in which ideas about social life become inculcated into the media we enjoy and sometimes offer models or reflections that speak to our own life experiences.

We aim here to point the way toward a deeper appreciation for critically approaching popular media by providing a series of contemporary analyses of the Gramscian theory of hegemony as applied to media content, processes, and forms. Specifically, we explore how dominant ideologies regarding education, gender and gendered practices, and media delivery in the contemporary U.S. mass communication environment become the commonsense viewpoints that maintain power structures and require the critical examination necessary for the progress toward an equitable, egalitarian society. We set out in this book to explore aspects of today’s mass media armed with Gramscian media theory to address how cultural norms presented in media forms perpetuate notions of “common sense” consented to in everyday life while also seeing this as the battle between alternative explanations of the meanings of media experiences. In addition to using media literacy frames, in this book we use semiotics and the relationships between texts and critics as they struggle over the meanings of words, images, sounds, and stories that are produced, launched into the public sphere, discussed in the interactive space between mass media and social media, and confirmed in the actions that people take—or in some cases, do not take—as a way of expressing their acceptance or rejection of hegemonic meanings.

So why Gramsci? His role as a cultural theorist was critical to the development of cultural studies, which sought powerful ways to interpret meanings created by media culture that take into account a more active, participatory audience of viewers and to incorporate audience points of view into the media environment. Rather than being reduced to a mere feedback channel measured in ratings and dollars, the cultures of audiences would become a deeper and richer area of study through a more complex examination of the tension between consent and resistance that work within the theory of hegemony. And in the more recent media sphere, with the rise of interactive content, convergence cultures, fan communities, and social media, Gramsci’s ideas become necessary when we critically examine the power relations between producers and audiences in an ever-increasingly complex media ecology.

To understand the contributions of Antonio Gramsci to the study of media and cultural production, we start first with describing who he was and how his theories provide an analytical tool for disentangling how cultural production, in the forms of mass media messages, incorporates dominant ideologies of society. The most prominent of Gramsci’s theories is hegemony, a conception of the dynamic process in which emplaced structures of a culture resist change while absorbing alternatives to dominant ideology. We then turn to an explanation for how the study and analysis of mass media directly relate to Gramsci’s notion of hegemony and the role of intellectuals as both arbiters of dominant thought and their potential to create critical awareness on the part of audiences.

Our goal for this book is to demonstrate that, as Gramsci asserted, anyone can be an intellectual and agent of change through media literacy and become culturally and critically aware citizens and even media creators who show that mass media can do so much more than just entertain or inform. Mass media also can educate, enlighten, and inspire all of us to participate in the creativity reflected in the articulation of meaning. Especially in an era when social media and legacy media interact with each other, hegemonic responses can go beyond the limits of ideological media construction, into areas of individual and collective debate over meaning. This can result in negative consequences due to the openness of the social media environment, leaving it vulnerable to intrusion by algorithmically driven software routines (“bots”) and other means of exacerbating polarization. But it also holds the potential to draw on collective creativity, to share common desires for a better society, and to consolidate energy around issues that reflect expressions of the collective solidarity that also plays a part in the hegemonic process of the media.

Gramsci

“Antonio Gramsci is a name practically unknown in America, yet he is one of the leading thinkers of the last half century,” wrote Marzani in his 1957 book The Open Marxism of Antonio Gramsci (p. 5). Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) was a highly educated journalist and leader in the Italian Communist Party in the early 1920s; he was a political activist working on behalf of factory workers in the city of Turin. In Rome in 1926, just four years after the rise of the Fascist regime of Benito Mussolini, that regime imprisoned him for political reasons. In prison, he wrote down, in a series of notebooks, his thoughts about politics, culture, education, and, most relevant to this book, the intersection between the three. Gramsci himself, “one of the most prescient representatives of the Italian left,” had predicted that unless people unified and took action against Mussolini during his rise to power in Italy’s bleakness after World War I, “Italian democracy and Italian socialism would both suffer a disastrous defeat” (Rosengarten, n.d.). His intellect and influence as a force of resistance against the Fascist government cultivated what has become a symbol of his courage: a remark attributed to the public prosecutor who is said to have uttered about Gramsci when the Marxist was sentenced to prison: “For 20 years we must stop this brain from functioning” (Forgacs, 2016, p. 353).

Born in Sardinia, Gramsci came from a large family headed by a father who was a local civil bureaucrat (Hoare and Sperber, 2016). This class position came crashing down, however, when Antonio’s father was thrown into prison, accused of embezzlement in 1897, when Antonio was six. The family’s financial situation was devastated, though his mother worked hard to support the seven children. By the time of his father’s release from prison in 1904, their plight was desperate. Antonio Gramsci also started to show signs of a spinal malformation thought to be due to Pott’s disease, a variant of tuberculosis, which led to physical suffering through a crooked spine. As a result, as a young person, Antonio was experiencing both material and physical challenges that certainly helped to shape the thinker he would become. He had suffered teasing and bullying from other kids who called him Antonu su gobbu (“Antonio the hunchback”). After his father’s release from prison, Antonio was able to stop working just to support the family and was able to return to school. In 1908 he moved in with his older brother Gennaro, who had already started thinking as a militant supporter of socialist ideas and actions. Thus, Antonio Gramsci’s interest in socialism early on is attributable to the way one of his older brothers embraced the philosophy (Rosengarten, n.d.). It also reflected what he learned from his challenging cultural and physiological experiences. Being from the southern part of a still-fractured Italy, he experienced the bigotry reflected by perceptions of difference between the higher-status north and the poorer south, which was considered culturally inferior.

In 1911, Gramsci earned a scholarship to the University of Turin, where he took courses across a range of subjects, particularly the humanities and linguistics. In tracing the roots of Gramsci’s take on cultural differences between groups under an overall “national” culture, especially disparities between regions and of class, Martin (2002) explained
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